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FARMERS TELEPHONE COOPERATIVE, INC. 

REPLY COMMENTS  
 

 Farmers Telephone Cooperative, Inc. (“Farmers”) concurs with the position of the 

Alabama Rural LECs (“Comments of the Alabama Rural LECs”) in the above captioned 

proceeding advocating that specific standards and requirements be placed on all CETC 

applicants, including Corr Wireless Communications, LLC (“Corr Wireless”).  Farmers also 

supports the position of the Alabama Rural LECs that the Public Interest Analysis associated 

with a rural ETC Designation be based on a thorough cost/benefit analysis.  Farmers would 

further note that should the Bureau continue to routinely grant ETC designations to CMRS 

carriers (or Competitive LECs) in rural Alabama, all wireless carriers, including Farmers’ own 

wireless affiliate will be forced to obtain ETC status in order to remain competitive with other 

designated wireless providers.  Farmers respectfully requests, therefore, that in keeping with the 

relief requested by the Alabama Rural LECs the Wireline Competition Bureau “delay any ruling 

on CORR Wireless’s designation request indefinitely, or, in the alternative and at a minimum, 
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delay any ruling on CORR Wireless’s designation request indefinitely with regard to that portion 

of the request that encompasses areas of the state of Alabama served by rural carriers.”1 

 
I. The Public Interest Analysis As Currently Applied In The ETC Designation 

Process Is Flawed. 
 
 
Farmers agrees with the position articulated by the Alabama Rural LECs that “[t]he 

introduction of additional competition in rural areas does not equate with a public interest 

determination.”2  If that were the case, then Congress did a meaningless thing by enacting § 

214(e)(2).3  The promotion of competition through an additional eligible telecommunications 

carrier (“ETC”) designation in an area served by a rural telephone company, whether that carrier 

is a CMRS provider or a CLEC, is appropriate only after the public interest analysis has been 

diligently undertaken.  At a minimum, the public interest test should only be satisfied if the state 

or FCC is reasonably certain that: (1) the designation will not result in excess compensation to 

the CETC; (2) high-cost funding will only be provided for service used in the high cost area;  (3) 

a system is in place to ensure that the applicant provides ubiquitous service to all portions of the 

service area; and (4) that granting the application will not otherwise threaten the long term 

                                                 
1 Comments of the Alabama Rural LECs in CC Docket 96-45, DA 03-1893 (filed July 28, 2003) 
at 28. 
 
2 Id. at 6. 
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3 Id. at 7, citing Telecommunications Act of 1996, Pub. L. No. 104-104, 110 Stat. 56 (1996) 
(“1996 Act”).  The 1996 Act amended the Communications Act of 1934.  47 U.S.C. §§ 151, et 
seq. (“Communications Act”, “1996 Act” or “Act”).  Any references to section 214 in these 
Reply Comments refer to provision of universal service by an ETC under this section of the 1996 
Act, which is codified at 47 U.S.C. § 214(e) of the Act. 



viability of universal service in the area.  Farmers urges the Bureau to give careful consideration 

to the guidelines advocated by NTCA in its recent written submission to the Federal-State Joint 

Board on Universal Service.4 

Provision of scarce universal service dollars to entities already serving rural areas does 

not spur competitive entry nor is it likely to increase rural customer service options, as long as 

ETC Designation Orders fail to include any safeguards to ensure that Designees will actually use 

the new funds to increase coverage to the most remote portions of the rural areas, including the 

residences or billing address of the Designees’ wireless subscribers.5  It is certain, however, to 

significantly increase the demands on the Universal Service Fund (“USF”) in the name of 

competition.6  As recently noted by Commissioner Adelstein: 

At the very least, we must ask whether granting ETC status to a 
competitor will bring benefits to a community that it does not 
already have and what effect it will have on the overall size of the 
fund, and thus on consumers bills.  So, a threshold question is, 

                                                 
4 Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, CC Docket 96-45, Written Submission of 
National Telecommunication Cooperative Association (“NTCA”), Panel 3 of En Banc Hearing 
on the Portability of High-Cost Universal Service and the ETC Designation Process (July 31, 
2003) (“NTCA Written Submission”). 
 
5 See, e.g. RCC Holdings, Inc. (“RCC”) Petition for Designation as an Eligible 
Telecommunications Carrier throughout its Licensed Service Area in the State of Alabama, 
Memorandum Opinion and Order, DA 02-3181 (rel. Nov. 27, 2002) (“RCC Order”); Cellular 
South License, Inc. (“CellSouth”) Petition for Designation as an Eligible Telecommunications 
Carrier throughout its Licensed Service Area in the State of Alabama, Memorandum Opinion 
and Order, DA 02-3317 (rel. Dec. 4, 2002) (“CellSouth Order”) (RCC Order and CellSouth 
Order, collectively, “Alabama Designation Orders”). 
 
6 Comments of Alabama Rural Local Exchange Carriers at 13 – 16. 
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does the benefit to consumers outweigh the ultimate burden on 
consumer?7 
 
 

II. CETC Designations In Rural Areas Should Be Granted At The Study Area 
Level. 

 
 

Farmers agrees with the Alabama Rural Exchange Carriers that any ETC designation 

granted to Corr Wireless – or for that matter any ETC petitioner, in rural Alabama must be 

granted at the study area level only.  The Act “specifies that the service area of a rural carrier 

means such company’s ‘study area’ unless and until the Commission and the States, after taking 

into account recommendations of the Federal-State Joint Board … establish a different definition 

of service area for such company.”8  In fact, in the Portability Proceeding,9 the Joint Board has 

inquired whether, in making this public interest determination, state or federal regulators should 

consider the existence of disaggregation zones.  

The Wireline Competition Bureau has previously suggested that there is little risk of 

“cream skimming” where rural telephone companies have been permitted to disaggregate their 

support to below the study area level.10  This conclusion is based on a myopic view of rural 

                                                 
7 NTCA Written Submission at 6, quoting Remarks of Commissioner Jonathan S. Adelstein, 
Before the National Association of Regulatory Utility Commissioners (Feb. 25, 2003). 
 
8 § 214(e)(1). 
 
9 Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service Seeks Comment on The Commission’s Rules 
Relating to High-Cost Universal Service Support and the ETC Designation Process, Public 
Notice, CC Docket 96-45, FCC 03J-1 (rel. Feb. 7, 2003) (“Portability Proceeding”). 
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10 “Additionally, we conclude that designation of RCC Holdings as an ETC does not raise the 
rural creamskimming concerns alleged by the Alabama Rural LECs and NTCA. Rural 



telephony.   The disaggregation options available to rural ILECs do not eliminate the “cream 

skimming” advantages enjoyed by CMRS providers.  Unlike CMRS providers, rural ILECs are 

comprehensively regulated, with their access charges and local rates averaged throughout their 

service territory.   They are thus unable to adjust prices and terms of service to reflect cost 

differences. In contrast, CMRS providers are unencumbered in their ability to reflect cost 

differences through pricing and service terms or, as noted above, by simply not providing 

coverage to a very high cost location in its service coverage area. 

Farmers concurs with the following analysis in NTCA’s Written Submission: 

Providing access to universal service throughout the entire rural 
telephone company service area is a mandatory requirement and 
one that should not be compromised.  By allowing ETCs to 
provide universal service to only a portion of a rural service area, 
the FCC and state commissions are creating perfect opportunity for 
cream-skimming.  They are also facilitating a world of haves and 
have-nots, where some consumers will have access to the nine 
supported services while others will not.  This is precisely the type 
of circumstance that Congress sought to prevent when it 
established the mandatory requirement that all ETCs provide 
access to supported services to all consumers throughout the rural 
ILEC service area.  The entire rural service area requirement is 
intended to discourage carriers from picking and choosing the 
more lucrative customers and easy to service portions of rural 
areas.  The FCC and state commissions therefore should hold all 
ETCs accountable to this requirement and should give it 
substantial weight when determining whether the public interest 
would be served by granting a pending ETC designation petition.11  
 

  III. Equal Access Should Be Added To The List Of Supported Services. 

                                                                                                                                                             
creamskimming occurs when competitors seek to serve only the low-cost, high revenue 
customers in a rural telephone company’s study area.”  Alabama Designation Orders at para. 27. 
 
11 NTCA Written Submission at 5. 
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ILECs are required to provide equal access, an obligation not shared by CETCs.  Carriers 

that are not burdened by equal access requirements have greater flexibility to price and/or bundle 

toll services in order to respond to cost differentials or competition.  As noted by the Alabama 

Rural LECs “competitive neutrality includes technological neutrality”.12  Competitive neutrality 

also demands that any carrier seeking ETC support in rural areas be likewise responsible for 

offering equal access. Equal access should thus be added to the list of services supported by the 

USF program. 

 
IV. The Standard Currently Applied by the Wireline Competition Bureau Will 

Force All Wireless Carriers to Seek ETC Status to Remain Competitive. 
 

As a small rural ILEC with a wireless affiliate, the Wireline Competition Bureau’s 

routine granting of ETC designations to CMRS providers, despite the pending Portability 

Proceeding and myriad of unresolved issues surrounding the ETC designation process, has 

presented Farmers with a dilemma. Regulators are now facing a flood of wireless ETC 

applications because the Wireline Competition Bureau has applied the “public interest” analysis 

in a way that virtually guarantees a grant.  A wireless carrier, such as Farmers’ affiliate, 

obviously cannot compete with larger wireless providers in a rural market where it is the only 

wireless carrier not receiving universal service support. For this reason, unless the Wireline 

Competition Bureau and the FCC change course, all wireless carriers, including Farmers’ 

affiliate, will be required to seek and obtain ETC status.  A better alternative is for the Wireline 
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Competition Bureau to restrain from further grants pending adoption and application of more 

stringent public interest criteria and further developments in the Portability Proceeding.   

CONCLUSION 

 The Wireline Competition Bureau should delay the grant of additional CETCs, 

particularly in rural areas, pending the outcome of the Portability Proceeding.  Otherwise, rural 

ILECs like Farmers will be forced to seek ETC designations for their own wireless affiliates.  

Respectfully submitted,    
 
Farmers Telephone Cooperative, Inc. 
 
 
 

      By:  /s/ Fred Johnson 
       Fred Johnson 
       

Its: General Manager 
      P.O. Box 217 
      144 McCurdy Avenue, North 
      Rainsville, AL  35986 
      256/638-2144      
       
 
August 8, 2003 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
12 Comments of Alabama Rural LECs at 24. 
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Chairman Michael K. Powell    Commissioner Kathleen Q. Abernathy 
Federal Communications Commission   Federal Communications Commission 
445 12th Street, S.W., Room 8-B201   445 12th Street, S.W., Room 8-B115 
Washington, D.C. 20554    Washington, D.C. 20554 

 
Commissioner Kevin J. Martin    Commissioner Michael J. Copps 
Federal Communications Commission   Federal Communications Commission 
445 12th Street, S.W., Room 8-A204   445 12th Street, S.W., Room 8-A302 
Washington, D.C. 20554    Washington, D.C. 20554 

 
Commissioner Jonathan S. Adelstein   Tom Buchanan, General Counsel 
Federal Communications Commission   Corr Wireless Communications, LLC 
445 12th Street, S.W., Room 8-C302   600 3rd Avenue East 
Washington, D.C. 20554    Oneonta, Alabama 35121 

 
Qualex International     Sheryl Todd (3 paper)* 
Portals II (diskette)*     Telecommunications Access Policy 
9300 East Hampton Drive, Room CY-B402   Division 
Capitol Heights, MD  20743    Wireline Competition Bureau 

Federal Communications Commission 
Walter L. Thomas, Jr., Secretary    9300 East Hampton Drive, Room 5-B540 
Mary Newmeyer, Federal Affairs Advisor   Capitol Heights, MD 20743 
Alabama Public Service Commission 
RSA Union Building     Michael Altschul 
P.O. Box 304260     Christopher R. Day 
Montgomery, Alabama 36101    Cellular Telecommunications & Internet 

Association 
Stephen G. Kraskin      1250 Connecticut Avenue, NW 
Sylvia Lesse      Suite 800 
Kraskin, Lesse & Cosson, LLC    Washington, D.C.  20036 
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Suite 520      By: /s/Fred Johnson 
Washington, D.C.  20037     Fred Johnson    

Its General Manager 
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